BASAL AREA

A guide for understanding the relationships
between pine forests and wildlife habitat

Basal area is the common term used to describe the average
amount of an area (usually an acre) occupied by tree stems. It
is defined as the total cross-sectional area of all stems in a stand
measured at breast height, and expressed as per unit of land area
(typically square feet per acre). To standardize measurements,
tree diameter is typically measured at 4.5 feet from the ground,
or approximately breast height. This is referred to as diameter
at breast height (DBH).

Basal area is a useful index for understanding forest-wildlife
habitat relationships and making timber harvest decisions. For
example, percent canopy cover is correlated with basal area in
pine forests. Greater pine basal area equals greater tree canopy
cover; thus, as both increase, less sunlight reaches the ground.
This lack of sunlight impedes growth of grasses, forbs (non-
woody, broadleaf plants), and shrubs that provide important
food and cover for some species of wildlife. Also, high basal
area may lead to a decrease in tree growth and vigor from the
increased competition for crown space, nutrients, and moisture.

Typically, basal area greater than 100 square feet per acre
markedly decreases ground cover and slows timber growth.
Thins should be planned when basal area reaches this level or
when canopy closure occurs. In stands with a residual basal
area of greater than 80 square feet per acre, ground cover will
be dominated by shade-tolerant vines, shrubs, and hardwoods.
These conditions will retain more timber volume, but will not
provide the desired wildlife habitat conditions.

Conversely, stands with 60 square feet per acre or less of basal
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